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ABSTRACT: 
A ‘sanitary dwelling’ built by physician Willem van der Heyden in 1891 was a remarkable 
precursor of contemporary building services and construction technologies, and of Modern 
Architecture.  
Van der Heyden’s experimental building was a prototype to test ideas for taking healthful 
habitation to inhospitable regions of the globe. He sought to control temperatures by the use of 
phase change materials as well as protecting its inhabitants from dangerous bacteria and insects. 
His dream was to bestow nineteenth century ‘civilization’ to tropical jungles and arctic wastes.       
The paper explores the complex web of fantasy and science that were brought together in this 
unique structure nearly a century before many of the sophisticated ideas van der Heyden 
anticipated were reconsidered. 
 
 
NOTE:  
Since publication of the paper, further material has come to light:  
 
• Van der Heyden filed a US patent based on his British specification:  
US 1891 - 504,544. Van der Heyden, W.: 'Sanitary House'  
 
• Milne's article in Engineering (1896) was translated by G. Richou and published (unattributed) in La 
Nature, Revue des Sciences (vol. 24, 1896, pp. 412-414.) under the title of 'Une Maison Salubre.'  
 
The influence of this building on European early modern architecture may have been subliminal. Many of 
the pioneers of the Modern Movement were youthful when this article was published in La Nature, a 
journal aimed at a popular readership. There is no known acknowledgement of the work of van der 
Heyden.  
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